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ANNUAL

REPORT

-

1986

1986 was undoubtedl y the Year of the Statue and the
erection and unveiling in March was the highlight of our
work in promoting and honouring George El iot. A full
report appeared in the 1986 Review and it is not
necessary to include any more in this report, except to
say that, after all the public ceremony of the day
before, the Fellowship met at the George El iot Hotel on
Sunday, March 23rd for a Celebration Luncheon. This
was informal and extremely pleasant, and it proved to
be a real 'family' affair. Jonathan and Marjorie Ouvry
stayed over to be with us, and we felt that the occasion
completed this splendid weekend most suitably.
The Annual General Meeting on March 7th contained no
excitement; such meetings seldom do, but we welcomed
a 'new boy' to the Council - Ted Bates - whose
enthusiasm is matched by his support. Ted never
suggests anything that he is not prepared to carry out
himself to the last letter, and we are pleased to have
him working with us. We also elected two new Vice
Presidents to give a welcome literary addition to our
list - Dr. Frank Pinion and Dr. Graham Handley have
both done and still do sterling work in promoting
interest in George El iot 's works.
Gabriel Woolf1s annual visit in May was a great success.
There was unqual ified praise for this year's performance in which he had chosen as his theme the Victorian
Work Ethic. Entitled 'Silas Marner - Not Quite a
Comlllon Oil Workin' Man' it attracted much larger
audi ences than the previous year when we had made
such a loss and we were very happy with the outcome.
Financial success was guaranteed by generous sponsors
who, between them, covered the very high hire charge
of the lovely theatre at the University of Warwick Arts
Centre. Free tickets were offered in return, and
some of our more distant sponsors asked that their
tickets be passed on to local students. Thus, young
people who would not normally attend such an event
were able to do so. Not only did this fill lots of seats
but it introduced George Eliot in a unique way to
tomorrow's readers.
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Len Struebig, recently retired from his post as
Curator of Nuneaton Museum, was our Guest of Honour
at the Nuneaton Wreath-laying in the George Eliot
Memorial Gardens in June. We had only a small
gathering at the ceremony but we hope that the inclusion
of the Bedworth Society and a school which bears the
name of George El iot IS nephew, Canon Frederic Evans
will widen the appeal of the event in future years.
'
The Wreath-laying in Westminster Abbey the same
month was much better attended. Jonathan Ouvry and
Tenniel Evans read passages from two of the novels
and our principal guest was the actress Rosemary
Martin who gave such a deeply sympathetic portrayal
of Dolly Winthrop in the BBC TV film of ISilas Marnerl.
Our Autumn programme began with a showing of the
video of the unveiling of the statue in March. This was
held in the refurbished and very attractive lecture
theatre in Nuneaton Museum and Art Gallery, but I
think many of us found the fi Im unimaginative and
rather disappointing, although it does constitute a
permanent reminder of our Great Day.
The Parish Church of Nuneaton, St. Nicolas, (George
Eliot1s IMilby Church I in Janetls Repentance (Scenes
of Clerical Life)), launched an appeal for massive
restoration and, once we had recovered from our
statue fund-raising we set about trying to help them.
Ted Bates, who plays viol in with Bedworth Symphony
Orchestra, negotiated engaging the Orchestra to give
a concert in the Parish Church. The generosity of the
Orchestra in giving their services free, and a lot of
local support in buying tickets, enabled us to give the
Restoration Fund £200.
The George Eliot Memorial Lecture in November was a
less academic occasion than usual as we had as our
lecturer Louis Marks, the producer and writer of the
screen-play of the BBC Television film of ISilas Marner l
which had been so enormously successful. Mr. Marks
is a charming, gifted and very modest man and his
account of the way a fi Im like ISilas Marner l is funded,
written and produced was fascinating. I was sorry to
discover afterwards that his voice had not been heard
at all well at the back of the Council Chamber; clearly
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Nuneaton and Bedworth Borough Counci Ilors shout a
bit more than film producersl However, now that we
are aware of the acoustic problems in this fine room
which is given to uS annually by the courtesy of the
Borough Council, we will make sure that future
lecturers are warned that they must project their
voices into the far corners. In fact, we don't often
have people in the far corners; this lecture attracted
a capacity audience. We hope that this may be a
continuing trend.
The George El iot Birthday Luncheon on November 23rd
was also a 'house full' event. I am sure this was
because members expected to hear Maureen Lipman,
a very popular actress who is also a member of the
Fellowship. In the event, they got mel Maureen was
so fully occupied with her fantastically busy and
successful· career that she was not abl e to come, so I
stood in at the last minute, feeling very much like the
understudy whose name on a theatre programme invokes
the question, 'Who's she? ') Well, they knew who I
was, of course, and they were very kind. No-one
groaned, and they seemed to enjoy the paper that I
prepared at short notice on 'George El iot and the
Theatre'. Before the Luncheon we had met at the
Statue to 'unveil' (except that there was no actual veil)
a descriptive plaque on the statue's plinth. We had
been aware that quite a lot of visitors to the town knew
little about George Eliot and we felt that some
informative material was essential as soon as it could
be provided. These bronze plaques are extremely
expensive (future ones will be around -£ 1,000) but
Nuneaton and Bedworth Borough Council very
generously offered to pay half towards it, and we
shall try and reimburse ourselves for the rest which
had to come out of funds. How fortunate that our funds
are healthy enough to stand this sort of bi II!
The Christmas Party took place in December but we had
it only because we had tried at the last minute to add
enough people to make it viable. It seems that the
party may have no future. It does nothing, of course,
to actively promote George El iot, and it involves a lot
of work and perhaps it is not worth doing.
Nuneaton had a Victorian Shopping Evening on
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November 21st. The Chairman and I and Kathleen
Porter, the Vice Chairman, donned Victorian dress
and manned a George El iot table in Nuneaton Bookshop.
We didn't do much trade but, at least, we were seen
to be part of a shopping event which attracted a
frightening 30,000 people into the town centre. Kathleen
and I tried to go for a walk round and to admire the shop
windows with their Victorian decor but the crowds were
so dense that we were forced back to our little corner
and we stayed there until the evening ended. Some of
the shops had done wonderful displ ays, and the Co-op
Store was particularly attractive with a set of
Victorian rooms in their windows. We were grateful
for the invitation to join them by Don Jacques and AI an
Farnell, the proprietors of the Nuneaton Bookshop
who do so much themselves to promote I iterature in
general and George El iot in particular.
~
Our membership rose in 1986, no doubt due to the
excitement engendered by the statue. 183 ordinary
members and 240 I ife members gave us a total of 423
which hasn1t got back to the 1981 record total after
the Westminster Abbey Stone, but it has halted the
steady drop during the intervening years. These
members are scattered around the world in 21 countries.
As members are aware, we have a long and warm
association with the town's George Eliot Hospital and
over a period of many years have provi ded the names
of wards and departments. On January 28th 1986, the
Chairman and I accompanied our President, Jonathan
Ouvry and his wife Marjorie to the official opening
of the administrative headquarters of the North
Warwickshire Heal th Authority. The new building on
the site of the George Eliot Hospital has been named,
at our suggestion, Lewes House. Since this was to be
the business end of the Heal th Authority, and G. H.
Lewes had been a sort of business manager to George
Eliot, we felt his name was particularly suitable, and
we were delighted that Jonathan came up from London
to hand over to Lewes House a framed print of his
great, great grandfather. At the same time, Bill
Adams, our Chairman, handed over, on behalf of the
Fellowship, small plaques bearing a picture and a
potted biography of each character after whom the
hospital wards are named. We had long felt that
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patients and visitors would like to know who was Amos
Barton or Mary Garth or Bob Jakin et al.
We had an enquiry during the year about the availability
of George Eliot's novels in large print. We discovered
that only one publ isher appears to be interested in
doing any (and that was a copy of The Lifted Veil, not
one of the most popular stories) but that four of the
novels are available in this format from the National
Labrary for the BI ind. They are Adam Bede,
Middlemarch, The Mill on the Floss and Silas Marner.
Over the years we have had criticism aimed at the
Fellowship for including some form of rei igious practice
in events which promote George El iot because of what
our critics regarded as her atheistic views. While we
have never fel t her to be anything I ike an atheist, we
had never entirely researched her feetings on the matter
of religious gatherings (however mild). A recent critic
condemned our having Grace before a Luncheon, and
this made us look more deeply into how George Eliot
felt about such things. Our findings are published in
this year's Review, and are such that we shall continue
with what she described as 'emotions of fellowship'.
Our critics are invited to read and reconsider!
The acacia tree on Greyfriars Green in Coventry,
planted to mark George El iot 's association with the
school which she attended nearby, blew out of the
ground in a winter gale. It is to be replaced, together
with its plaque, by Coventry City Parks Department.
The school building itself at 29, Warwick Row, now
owned by George Loveitt and Sons, the Estate Agents,
has long had a small plaque about George El iot attending
school there for three years. However, a new and
more readable plaque is to be erected shortly on the
front of the building and this is much welcomed by the
Fellowship.
The Fellowship has tried for years to get Nuneaton's
traders to stock tasteful George El iot souvenirs, all
to no avail, and we have now realised that if any are
to be available, the Fellowship will have to purchase
items for re-sale to the shops. The first step has now
been taken with the ordering of a picture postcard of
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the statue. It is hoped that these will be in the local
shops etc. in time for the tourist season. Mugs and
teatowels are also being considered and will, no doubt,
follow as our funds allow, for the initial capital outlay
will inevitably be ours.
We launched an appeal for necessary restoration of
the graves of George Eliot and G. H. Lewes in Highgate
Cemetery in London. Both needed a lot done to them,
and we planned to follow this with restoration of John
Cross's grave nearby. The appeal got off to a slow
start, but we were delighted with the end result of
over £260 plus an anonymous donation of £ 100
specifically for Cross's grave. Happily, all the
families - Evans, Lewes and Cross - have associated
themselves with the appeal and we hope we have raised
enough not only to pay for the present repairs but to
help with future costs of maintenance.
The London Branch, inaugurated with so much enthusiasm
in November 1985, has not been as successful as we then
hoped. The three officers, Michael Forrest, Graham
Handley and Beryl Gray, latterly assisted by Nina
Tinsley, have met during the year without much support
from the committee members and have felt the lack of
support. Consequently, the programme which might
have been arranged for members in the London area
has not materialised, although a very rewarding visit
was made by a small party in September to Holly Lodge
in Wandsworth, one of George Eliot's homes. However,
the officers hope that the 1987 A. G. M. might be better
attended and this wi II be a guide-I ine as to the
possibilities for the Branch's future. We wish them
good fortune, enthusiastic support and our gratitude
for battling on in the face of far less co-operation than
mi ght have been expected when the Branch was formed.
We were~elighted with the new format of the 1986
Review. At long I ast we have a co-operative and an
intelligent printer who knows what we want and works
well with us. Despite the inevitability of rising costs
we hope to go on from strength to strength. About 380
copies are distributed annually and this includes those
which go into universities in America, Britain and
Europe.
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Kathleen Porter and I continue to represent the
Fellowship at meetings of Nuneaton and Bedworth
Borough Council Tourism Working Party and we keep
the George El iot flag flying. Graham Handley
regularly has George Eliot amongst the subjects
studied at an adult education college and a London
University Summer School. She still appears in the
professional repertoire of both Margaret Wolfit and
Gabriel Woolf. She was represented at the 1986
Leicester University Conference on ~Victorian Literature
and Society and it was very pleasant during this crowded
weekend to meet many of the Fellowship's members from
both sides of the Atlantic and to hear papers by some
of them.
The George El iot School in Nuneaton celebrated its
Si I ver Jub i I ee in 1 986 and in November the Cha i rman
and I were invited to a concert which included readings
from George El iot. AI though the school has been
represented at the Wreath-laying for many years, this
was the first time we had been invited to the school.
We very much enjoyed meeting pupi Is, staff and friends,
and we hope that this closer association will continue
for many years.
I still continue to speak to clubs and societies about
George Eliot's life but we spread our wings in the
summer of 1986 by being invited to do so as part of the
Marlborough Festival. I had a most enthusiastic
audience and enrolled a few new members.
The Fellowship Counci I met eight times during the year.
These meetings are always very busy and we get through
a great deal of talking. We are grateful for the
hospital ity of some of the members; meeting in someone's
home adds pleasure to business.
The thanks that I give each year must be the concluding
part of this report and, as always, they go to Nuneaton
and Bedworth Borough Co unci I, the Museum and the
Library, to Nuneaton Bookshop, and the Joint Arts
Association whose annual grant enables the Memorial
Lecture to be held. I am most grateful to Graham
Handley for his editorial work on the Review, and to
Dr. Stiles Ezell, our 'Man in America'. But this year
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particular thanks to Ann Reader who is retiring after
10 years as the Fellowship Treasurer. Ann has held
the bursting purse strings through two major appeals
as well as some smaller ones, and she has handled more
thousands of pounds than we had of single pounds in our
very early days. She is most meficulous and this has
been reflected year by year in her accounts. We
shall miss her at the cash desk, so to speak, but we
have absolute confidence that she will be handing
everything over to her successor in appie pie order.
We thank her for all she has done for the Fellowship.

KATHLEEN
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ADA~S

March 1987

Jarnes Ackers, Chairman of the West Midlands Regional Health
Authority and Mr. Geoffrey Jackson, Chairman of North
Warwickshire Health Authority with Jonathan and Marjorie
Ouvry at the unvei I jng in Lewes House of the picture of
Jonathan's great, great grandfather, G. H. Lewes.
January 1986

